




[image: The Power of Teams: How to Create and Lead Thriving School Teams]











[image: The Power of Teams: How to Create and Lead Thriving School Teams]










Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been inadvertently overlooked, the Publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangements at the first opportunity.

Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of going to press, Hodder Education cannot be held responsible for the content of any website mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.

Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in well-managed forests and other controlled sources. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

Orders: please contact Hachette UK Distribution, Hely Hutchinson Centre, Milton Road, Didcot, Oxfordshire, OX11 7HH. Telephone: +44 (0)1235 827827. Email education@hachette.co.uk. Lines are open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday to Friday.

ISBN: 9781915261649

© Sam Crome 2023

First published in 2023 by

John Catt from Hodder Education,

An Hachette UK Company

15 Riduna Park, Station Road, Melton, Woodbridge IP12 1QT

www.johncatt.com

All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, www.cla.co.uk

A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


[image: Logo]











The Power of Teams is an exceptional read. This is clearly the product of Sam reading and absorbing everything he could on teams and, crucially, actually doing the work on the ground in school. All that has led to what will be a game-changing book for so many teachers and leaders. The Power of Teams is the edubook of the year for me, and I can’t wait to see what Sam does next.

Shannen Doherty, MAT teacher development lead

Someone once said, ‘when teams come together, organisations fly’. Never in the education sector has this been better researched and brought to life than in Sam Crome’s inspiring and uplifting new book. A must-read for anyone leading in our schools.

Andy Buck, founder of Leadership Matters and creator of the BASIC coaching method

Supporting our staff to work together effectively not only plays a vital role in school and student success, but is also a pivotal part of staff wellbeing. Sam has drawn together a rich body of reading and made it not only digestible but eminently useful. The Power of Teams lays out a model, backed by research, and explored through case studies and practical strategies, that will support leaders in cultivating successful teams in their schools.

Nikki Sullivan, deputy headteacher, Beckfoot School

When I think about the time I spend working, the realisation hits me. I am with my work colleagues more than I am with my family. I genuinely leap out of bed and hurtle down the road to work wearing a beaming smile every day. I love my job and want those around me to love their jobs too. Developing thriving teams, where all feel valued, respected and are comfortable with their vulnerabilities is key to my success. For me, the best lessons come from the people around us and the ones who have come before us. That’s what this book is all about – sharing, learning, being vulnerable and inspiring each other by reading the research behind a variety of scenarios, across numerous sectors and seeing how they pan out in the case studies, in our world of education. Now sit back, grab a cuppa and a notebook, and enjoy. Sam has done all the hard lifting for us!

Christalla Jamil, CEO, LDBS Academies Trust

This is a brilliant book that distils huge amounts of complex and abstract research into a clear, concise and practical framework for developing high performing, thriving teams. There are so many concrete takeaways for school leaders wanting to improve the teams they are a part of. Absolutely essential reading for anyone leading a team in a school.

Jade Pearce, Professional Development Lead and author of What Every Teacher Needs to Know
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Foreword by Mary Myatt


This book has the potential to be a game-changer. This is a bold claim and includes a qualifier. The Power of Teams is a masterly synthesis of research, personal insights, case studies and summaries. It’s odd that this has not been the subject of a sustained piece of work in the education sector, until now. The role of teams in other sectors has been the subject of close study for decades; from McKinsey reports and Lencioni’s Five Dysfunctions of Teams, to Google’s Project Aristotle. This means that there is a wealth of interesting findings on which to draw and Sam has extracted the key insights from these which have the most potential to address the challenges and opportunities for education.

The fact that the importance of teams has been studied extensively in other sectors means that there’s plenty of data to encourage us to get this right. For example, a study by Paul Zak in 2017 found that people at high-trust companies report 74% less stress, 106% more energy at work, 50% higher productivity, 13% fewer sick days, 76% more engagement, 29% more satisfaction with their lives, and 40% less burnout, when compared with people at low-trust companies.

Or take the example from KPMG who investigated the power of purpose in a company-wide study. They found that when leaders talked about purposeful work, it had a significant impact on employees’ sense of company pride and work satisfaction. For the employees who worked under these leaders, 94% said KPMG is a great place to work. They also said they were proud to work for KPMG. By comparison, among those whose leaders didn’t discuss purpose, only 66% agreed KPMG is a great place to work and just 68% were proud to work there. Those whose leaders did not talk about purpose were also three times more likely to report they were thinking about looking for another job. Not surprisingly, turnover in these two groups was dramatically different; there was a 5.6% attrition rate for those individuals whose leaders talked about purpose, versus 9.1% among those whose leaders did not.

This is important work, and it makes a difference when done right. When we are part of teams that function well, it’s more professionally satisfying, more work gets done, there’s less faffing around and there’s the deep satisfaction of a job well done.

But this doesn’t happen by accident. It requires humility, intention, and the capacity to make tough choices given that we can’t do everything we’d like to. The Power of Teams gives us the narrative, the examples and the tools to make headway in this important aspect of professional practice. The narrative comes from Sam’s experiences, observations and insights. These are offered with remarkable vulnerability and are indicators of a truly thoughtful, engaged and empathetic leader. There is a real sense of this material having been through the fire of personal experience.

The examples and case studies make the abstract concrete. They show how leaders in different educational settings have wrestled with the themes and ambitions of proper teamwork and they help us to see how we might adapt these in our own contexts. The logical, easy to follow structures give us the power to use these insights in our work. It is a remarkable feat to have distilled the wide-ranging research into stuff we can crack on with tomorrow.

The Power of Teams has deep humanity at its heart. It shows us that we are human beings first and we are professionals second. When we get the personal elements right, a great deal falls into place. It has the potential to be a game-changer. It’s a book that not only needs to be read. It needs to be acted on.

Mary Myatt

11 June 2023
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Introduction


In my NQT year, I was walking down the corridor when my head of department pointed at me from afar and recommended to our headteacher that I take over the English department while the school found her replacement. She had to relocate suddenly and we didn’t have many options. A few days later, I had agreed to be the acting head of English from September onwards. NQT +1. Out of my depth, but keen.

I spent the next few months avidly researching the English curriculum, exam specifications, and topping up my subject knowledge. One set of GCSE results was under my belt that summer, so I wasn’t a total fraud, but it felt like a risky move all the same.

Mercifully, with a team of experts around me, my brain seemed to absorb an understanding of how to carry out coursework and controlled assessments, how to prepare for exams, and the knowledge I’d need to teach our English literature texts. I even felt as though I had some ability to lead; sure, I needed experience and to learn a huge amount, but it felt right.

Somehow I scrambled through a bumpy couple of years and loved being head of English; it was a wonderful role. My leadership became (just about) competent, and the department improved in all sorts of ways.

Looking back on that time, I wish I knew more about teamwork. Not exam results. Or specifications. Not even ‘leadership’. But teaming. How do teams work well together? How do they become effective and seemingly effortless through their unity and work patterns? How do a group of people, from different backgrounds, experiences, and levels of motivation, become united behind a common purpose and move beyond being merely a sum of their parts?

Years later, I am a deputy headteacher and have completed many leadership and coaching courses. And yet, teamwork has barely been covered. I have been to countless sessions on ‘managing difficult conversations’ or ‘creating a vision’, but these tend to focus on an individual concept, carried out by an individual. The leader, doing leadership things. I want to take a step beyond, and ask: how are the team doing? Team dynamics, effectiveness and wellbeing are areas that I care about, and I want to know how a group is likely to form, develop, and succeed.

I have spent two years researching high-performing teams. Some of these operated in elite sports, the military, health care, and other global organisations. The approach I have taken is fourfold:


	Read as many books and articles as I can about high-performing teams and workplace cultures.


	Explore hundreds of academic papers about evidence-based teamwork, from a range of industries and decades.


	Visit thriving teams, from the UEFA Pro Licence, to LinkedIn, to amazing schools and other businesses.


	Apply some of the most transferable concepts and actions to teams I work with at school to see how evidence-informed approaches work in practice.




What I present to you is The Power of Teams. This book aims to take the best lessons that I learned from a range of sources and then apply that knowledge and experience to school settings. I believe we have much to learn from research papers, books, media, and people – both leaders and the led – in many sectors, and to reflect this, every chapter explores teaming beyond education.

However, I appreciate that domain-specific knowledge and processes are also important, which is why the second half of every chapter is about how we can apply some of the ‘best bets’ from research on teams to school settings.

The goal of the book is to explore the principles of evidence-informed teaming, and then provide tangible, actionable ideas to school teams.

Some people have asked me recently why I care so much about teams; so, I’d like to finish by outlining why this matters so much to me.

Firstly, I went through my twenties and early teaching career as a lone wolf. I liked to work and succeed alone, which was probably a symptom of vanity or wanting to shine. Collaborative working felt like a waste of time, perhaps because its potential was never explored. In recent years I’ve learned the joy of real teamwork, and that you reap what you sow.

Second, schools are expected to do more and more, with less and less. The demands on school staff are exceptionally high, and everything has a cost. Every new initiative must pass the ‘is the juice worth the squeeze’ test, or it will add to staff workload with little yield. As Patrick Lencioni (2012) writes, ‘teamwork remains the ultimate competitive advantage, both because it is so powerful and so rare.’ We already have teams, and improving their effectiveness doesn’t need to add to workload. Teams already meet regularly, they email each other, and they share projects. Enhancing and improving teamwork should not cost time or resources, rather it should provide gains that improve team effectiveness, wellbeing, motivation, and outcomes, without creating new demands on us.

Studying teams has made me reflect upon part of my identity: being adopted. As you’ll see in the book, there is a body of research regarding how psychological safety and belonging are huge contributors to team happiness and performance. What I’ve learned through my research is that by ensuring people belong we will always get the best out of them. We should offer unconditional belonging in our teams, so that teams can become just that: a group of people united. As someone who struggled (perhaps struggles) with belonging, I want to help leaders and teams understand how to improve that area of school life – everyone should feel as though they truly belong, that’s when the best work happens. Indeed, once you’ve had a glimpse of what joyful, effective teamwork can be like, you shouldn’t have to settle for anything less.

Whatever your motivation for improving and enhancing teamwork, I’m confident that The Power of Teams will deliver for you. Each chapter explores an area of effective teamwork – supported by research and examples – and should give you a steer for how to improve that aspect of team life. You will also hear from a range of other educators about how they utilise teamwork to create fantastic gains for the staff and students in their care. I’m grateful for their time, expertise, and support, which have contributed to the writing of this book, which we think will help you make great improvements to your ability to lead and be part of thriving teams.

Part one explores a variety of evidence-informed team principles, which you can either read chronologically or find chapters that are particularly pertinent to you and your teams. Part two takes these principles and looks at how teams can implement them in schools.

My hope is that when you close this book, you will feel empowered with both enthusiasm, knowledge, and applicable strategies to lead teams with purpose and success.

Sam
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What is a (school) team?


None of us, including me, ever do great things. But we can all do small things, with great love, and together we can do something wonderful.

Mother Teresa


In this section:


	Definitions of what teams are and can look like.


	A model for thriving teams.


	An introduction to the unique challenges and opportunities for school teams.




Our ancestors learned that groups were important to human survival. Hunting, gathering, procreating, and advancing civilisations required groups of people sharing their efforts, expertise, successes and failures. In modern times, it’s arguable that a capitalist culture removes many incentives to work together; the notion of performance-related pay, bonuses, and most forms of appraisal, mean that we are assessed on our own, unwittingly in competition with our colleagues. However, as organisations become more complex, remote, and multi-faceted, improved teamwork is coming back to the fore. It is acknowledged that collaboration is a fundamental force for good in education and beyond; one international study found that collaborative activities in workplaces are growing by 50% (Cross et al., 2016), while another saw two thirds of its respondents citing that collaborative exercises were growing (CEB, 2012). Of course, an interest and increase in collaboration doesn’t necessarily mean that things are going well, and working as a team isn’t an automatic marker of success. Many teams are dysfunctional, unproductive, and unsatisfying. In fact, 90% employees believe teamwork is critical to their organisation’s success, but only 25% consider their teams to be effective (Davey, 2013).

Beyond collaboration, I am interested in how teams can improve their work together. But what is a team? There is plenty of literature that aims to define teams and groups. Katzenbach and Smith (1993) discuss a distinction between a working group and a team: ‘A working group’s performance is a function of what its members do as individuals. A team’s performance includes both individual’s results and what we call “collective work products”. A collective work product is what two or more members must work on together.’ In schools, many teams are by this definition working groups, but a shift in mindset and processes can change this to boost the power of teams. A head of year team could exist as a working group, each working in their own year group silos and meeting up once a month to be instructed about what to do in their silos. Or, they could become a team with shared goals and work products, transforming their sense of collegiality and collaboration, and enhancing their mutual support and accountability.

Following this definition of teamwork, a team should have mutual accountability and team goals, whereas a working group may involve less joint working and cohesion. There are countless definitions of teams, but the more frequent terms you’ll find involve mutual work, a common approach, and team goals – in other words, working together to maximise the potential of all in the group for a shared purpose. Salas and Tannenbaum (2021) discuss how ‘simply sharing a workspace or performing similar tasks doesn’t constitute being a team’ but also recognise that modern day teams are ‘messier’. On the one hand, it may not be useful to have a fixed or rigid view on what a team is; on the other, every team can do more to increase its teamwork, unity, and shared work.

In 2021, John Amaechi, former NBA player and now a business consultant, said on a podcast that teaming is ‘a perpetual state of calculated selflessness’ (Hawk and Amaechi, 2021), which I found to be a wonderful statement that resonated with why I think teams can be so powerful. Sometimes we need to be incentivised to buy into teamwork, perhaps because we had poor or inefficient experiences of it in the past, but when a team invests in this collective sense of selflessness, it is a joyful and productive way to work.

This book will explore evidence-informed approaches to improving both technical and affective aspects of teaming. J. Richard Hackman (2002), an expert in organisational behaviour, affectionately known as the godfather of teaming by this author, is therefore a good place to start. He conducted studies which found that certain enabling conditions exist to help a team thrive: compelling direction; strong structure; supportive context; shared mindset; the right mix of individuals, and a consideration of knowledge, experience, abilities and other characteristics. There have been countless team models launched before and after Hackman’s work, including the model I have created and used in this book, but those pillars stand the test of time.

My vision for a team is that it is high-performing, in that it excels at what it sets out to do, keeps improving what it does, and ensures that its members are happy and thriving along the way. And it should be capable of doing this over a lengthy period of time; even dysfunctional teams can perform in the short term. In my experience, there are tangible components that lead to effective teamwork. Purpose, vision, goals, role clarity, and the team having a degree of autonomy. The list could go on, and I will discuss all of these aspects in this book. However, it is my argument that team belonging is the foundation of the whole team’s performance. When team members feel that they belong, that they are psychologically safe, and can trust those around them, they and their teammates can flourish. But if you are reading this, you probably work in, or with, schools. And schools have a particular challenge with their teams.

There are many teams within the school team. As a member of staff I could be in several teams, and I may naturally identify more with one or two of these than with others. Similarly, a school’s overall culture, or the team’s culture, isn’t something that other teams can emulate precisely, nor take for granted. Each team will need to create its own culture and purpose so its members are sure of what to expect and can perform their best for that team’s success.

This is the model I have created, and upon which I have based The Power of Teams:
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Team Belonging: everyone should belong, feel safe, and be invested in the team’s values and desired behaviours. Once a team’s belonging, identity and safety has been established, the team can immerse itself in its core work. But without this sense of belonging, staff hold back their commitment and trust. Investment in this area of team life will pay great dividends.

Team Alignment: with the team’s roots established, it can immerse itself in its core purpose and remit. Together, the team will agree upon why it is here and what it aims to do, with team goals to work on together. With alignment, the team can see a way forward and start to plan how to get there.

Team Operations: a high-performing team is well-organised, shares information and knowledge, and has excellent role clarity and mental models. Operational areas of team life may provide fewer inspirational soundbites, but their impact is high leverage; this is the engine room of team process and performance.

Team Dynamics: team dynamics are just that: dynamic, shifting, live. It’s important that the team and its leader are aware of motivation theory and have an understanding of needs models such as self-determination theory. This helps the team work through conflict, become more engaged and cohesive, and actively develop dynamics across the group.

Team Development: a learning team is a happy team. There must be opportunities for the group to learn and to regularly review their work. Constructive team debriefs add a huge amount to a team’s development, because a high-performing team considers one of its core remits to be the capacity to learn and improve. Teams which are committed to their own growth could start to adopt coaching habits to help unlock each member’s potential.

Each part of the model is vital to a team’s continued success, yet none of those parts work without team belonging. You could argue that a team can succeed with a firm purpose and set of goals, and work hard to achieve those goals. But it’s unlikely that the team will either enjoy this work, flourish under these conditions, or even succeed for very long.



So, what is a school team?

School teams are complex. Firstly, there are many types of teams in a school, with far more variety than the traditional subject or pastoral routes that we may have had in the past. Schools are doing more fluid work beyond traditional team structures, for example, learning groups, research groups, and coaching groups. This means you might be in teams that don’t sit neatly in the organisational structure or hierarchy, or which aren’t led by middle or senior leaders. Regardless of the team’s position in the school, we must strive to apply evidence-informed methods to create a thriving team that succeeds consistently and helps its members to flourish and develop. Every team should be given time and resources to develop; every team leader should be trained in how to improve teamwork.

In a secondary school, there will be a senior leadership team, a team of heads of department, a team of heads of year, tutor teams, ECT teams, learning and teaching, safeguarding teams, pastoral teams, learning support/SEND teams, administration teams, and teams for things like the Duke of Edinburgh programme. In primary, there might be a senior leadership team, key stage teams, year teams, subject teams, and so on. The point is that schools have a range of teams, and one person will often be a member of several. It’s impossible for me to discuss the challenges and opportunities for every conceivable school team, or to fill the book with the required domain knowledge for each type of team; but let’s begin by reflecting on 12 questions about your team:


	Who is in your team, and did they choose to be?


	How often is your team scheduled to meet? Do you have choice over meeting times?


	What is the norm for team communication, and is the team happy with this?


	Does the team currently have team goals, individual member goals, or a combination of the two?


	What domain-specific knowledge does the team require to function effectively? Is that knowledge codified and acknowledged?


	What opportunities are there for the team to develop and grow?


	Can members articulate the team’s vision, aims and values, if asked? Why/why not?


	How does the team review its performance and progress? Is this a satisfactory form of review?


	What are team meetings like? Quiet? Compliant? Defensive? What kind of atmosphere is generated during discussions?


	Does the team have crystal-clear systems and mental models with which to do their work?


	Does the team’s culture align with the whole school’s?


	Are the conditions within the school enabling for the team’s progress?




These questions are an initial assessment of what your team is currently like. It provides an immediate set of reflections about the current circumstances. This book will attempt to help you understand the common pitfalls and opportunities for any team, based on research and anecdotes from high-performing teams. Armed with this knowledge, we will then explore how to enhance your school team based on those principles.

So, what is a thriving school team, and how do you lead one? Read on to find out.
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